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Sanitary engineers do not yet realize the important part they are
destined to play in the development and management of low-rent
housing. Less than a score of American engineers in public health have
had day-to-day work in the public housing program, and not all of these
have been privileged to participate directly in the business of planning,
building, and operating low-rent dwellings.
Public housing is new in the United States. The first large-scale use
oftax funds for the development of housingbegan during the depression
of the 1930's. The federal public housing program was initiated by
the Housing Division of the Public Works Administration in 1933.
This division was absorbed in 1937 by the United States Housing
Authority (USHA), a newly created independent agency. By February
24, 1942, when the National Housing Agency (NHA) was established
by Executive Order to conduct the housing business of the Federal
Government, sixteen agencies, divisions, and independent offices were
involved in housing activities.
The U. S. Public Health Service began work on the sanitary
engineering aspects of public housing during 1938 when an engineer
officer was assigned on a part-time basis as an adviser to the USHA. To
understand his functions, it is necessary to recognize the responsibilities
and authority of the USHA. That agency was responsible for providing
"technical assistance to local housing authorities in making surveys to
determine housing needs, in selecting sites, in negotiating financial
and legal matters, and in designing projects. However, except for
a few basic standards, final decisions rested with the local housing
authorities."4 In other words, the USHA was essentially a money-lending
and advisory agency.
A consultant to an organization of this type is limited to such
specific activities as review of broad policies, study of design and con-
struction standards, and stimulation of research. He cannot work on the
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manifold sanitation problems encountered in the field, and his in-
frequent association with management limits his influence. Indeed, the
engineer in a local health department is better able to implement
sanitary engineering principles in the design, construction, and manage-
ment of public housing than is the adviser from national headquarters.
After NHA was created, public housing activities (including those
of USHA) were centered in the Federal Public Housing Authority
(FPHA). In April, 1942, a sanitary engineer, among other Public
Health Service personnel, was detailed to the Washington office of
FPHA to establish minimum standards for a safe and healthful environ-
ment at all projects, and to arrange for essential health services for all
tenants. Additional USPHS engineers were detailed to FPHA regional
offices during May and June of 1943. These assignments are still
continued.
The responsibilities of FPHA are significantly broader than those of
USHA. Although local housing authorities continued and extended their
activities during World War II, the FPHA itself designed, built, and
managed several hundred temporary war housing projects. Speed was of
the essence in the construction of shelter for war workers and their
families, and standard plans were drafted for various types of units.
Under the terms of the Lanham Act, which appropriated funds for the
war housing program, the National Housing Administrator was author-
ized "without regard to ... any federal, state or municipal laws ....
to plan, design, construct, remodel, extend, repair, or demolish struc-
tures, buildings, improvements and commercial facilities."2 This
authority placed tremendous responsibility on FPHA.
The sanitary engineering problems of war housing can be classified
into three categories: design, construction, and management. The
Public Health Service engineers working with FPHA were concerned
with all three groups.
Design standards. Shelter is one of the basic needs of life, and
throughout recorded history man gradually has evolved better plans for
the houses in which he lives. Until comparatively recently, sanitary
engineers have shown little concern about housing design. That they
shouldhave an interest indesign standards isobvious; there is no need to
justify their entrance into this field of action.
Sanitary engineering problems are encountered in site planning, in
the provision of utilities, in plumbing layouts, and in the design of
household equipment. The monumental document Public Housing
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Design6 contains eleven chapters, and in each there is some reference
to sanitation problems. Elsewhere, also, there is evidence that an
untilled field in housing design exists.", 57,8
The design of housing can be influenced by sanitary engineers in
three ways: (1) by research and the publication of findings; (2) by
providing technical assistance in the revision and modernization of
building, sanitary, plumbing, and housing codes; and (3) by working
directly with architects and planners concerned with drafting plans for
new housing. There is little evidence to indicate that dwelling unit
design is measurably influenced by usual health education practices.
One of the primary functions of NHA and FPHA has been to
stimulate research necessary to an improvement of design. Few sanitary
engineers outside of universities and the Federal service are in a
position to do housing research. In the future it is likely that there will
be an extension of research activities in the Public Health Service, and it
is anticipated that sanitary engineers may be assigned to problems in
housing design.
Public war housing often was built in contravention of local and
state laws. Under USHA allpublic-housing was designed to conform with
local codes and regulations, and such will be the practice after the
emergency has been terminated. Even though local laws were often
disregarded, thedesign standards of FPHA did not seriouslyprejudice the
health of tenants. Many local building and most plumbing codes could
be revolutionized and scaled drastically downward without hazard
to the health.of persons living in houses conforming to the new order.
Here, then, is an opportunity for the imaginative local sanitary engineer
to contribute to the public housing program of the future.
The impact of the sanitary engineer's thinking on dwelling design
has probably been felt most acutely in those instances where he has
worked shoulder to shoulder with architects and planners. Intimate,
day-to-day association between them and the engineer in public housing
unquestionably has been a strong influence in the improvement of
design from a sanitation standpoint.
Construction. The most important single step in determining the
qualityofnewhousinginvolves theselection ofasite. During thedays of
defense housing development, many inadequate sites were selected, and
the occupancy of structures built on poor sites was often delayed and
sometimes was impossible. At a meeting in Cincinnati of the USPHS
engineers who were working with FPHA in 1945, each stated categori-
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cally that his most important contribution to the war housing sanitation
program had involved site selection activities. Although paper ma-
chinery can be developed for enlisting sanitary engineering aid in site
selection, intimate working relationships between site planners and
public health engineers are essential if the broad policy of cooperation
is to be realized.
The selection of a site for new housing always implies, and should
involve, studies of utilities systems (particularly water and sewerage),
topography, and sub-surface soil conditions. These involve problems
for the sanitary engineer who, in addition, should also be interested in
suchenvironmental hazards tohealth as thepresenceof insect androdent
harborages and breeding places, the inadequacy or lack of refuse collec-
tion and disposal services, aind prevailing atmospheric nuisances.
The review of plans for new public housing, including thorough
studies of water supply and sewage disposal proposals, should be a
health department service to local housing authorities. In the FPHA,
for instance, the regional sanitary engineer consultants have been
responsible for reviewing all plans for on-site water or sewage treatment
plants. Competent review of such plans results in the correction of
many defects before construction begins. The tremendous volume of
new waterworks and sewerage construction during the next decade will
swamp the facilities of those state health departments that now require
approval of plans. Hence, local health department personnel will have
to assume increasing responsibilities relative to the review of plans for
new or extended water or sewer lines including those proposed for
housing developments.
Inspection during construction of Federal projects has been noto-
riously inadequate. Rational application of inspectional prerogatives by
local sanitary engineers offers an opportunity to improve the quality of
construction. This is of particular importance in connection with the
laying of sub-surface utilities and the building of water or sewage
treatment plants.
Maintenance. Housekeeping problems may be the result of faulty
design, unsatisfactory construction, or the indifference of occupants.
Objective measurement of the effects of design on household main-
tenance is difficult. However, a recent study of the livability of 1000
family dwelling units disclosed that lackof storage space and poor space
planning contributed heavily to dissatisfaction and poor housekeeping.3
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Health department personnel usually see the end products of un-
satisfactory maintenance in dwellings. There is little evidence that the
traditionalsanitaryinspectionprogram accomplishes much in the way of
preventive maintenance, although milk and food inspectors often pro-
mote better housekeeping. Rodent control specialists in local health
departments probably have made the most significant contribution to
improved dwelling maintenance.
University sanitarians are concerned with building operations prob-
lems,andthesanitaryengineers with FPHAhavebeenwidely involved in
pest control, promotion of effective refuse disposal systems, and general
maintenance. Both groups have demonstrated the value of preventive
maintenance in halting decay and in preserving the essential livability
of structures. There is an opportunity for local health department
engineers to learn the details of preventive maintenance work through
cooperation with local housing authorities. Extension of knowledge
gained in such work to private properties should be profitable. For
instance, field experiments on the use of DDT for household pest
control have been carried on by the sanitary engineer consultants to
FPHA, and the results of their studies have universal value.
Administrrative relationships. It is not a question of what the health
department engineer should do about public housing but rather how he
should do it. The pattern of cooperation between the Public Health
Service and FPHA long since has been set, and the continuation of the
working agreement between these agencies seems assured. The establish-
ment in 1945 of-a Housing Sanitation Section in the Sanitary Engineer-
ing Division may be the forerunner of research and technical studies
in the hygiene ofhousingby the USPHS.
The leadership functions of state health departments are traditional
and well known. Many of the advances that have been made in water
supply, sewage disposal, mosquito control, and milk sanitation practices
can be attributed to the initiative and perseverance of state sanitary
engineers. The improvement of housing, however, has been an unmet
challenge to state health department engineers, and few of them have
shown any live interest in slum clearance and the public housing
program.
There are few state housing authorities. To date, New York is
alone in making state tax funds available for the development of
low-rent housing. This may account for the failure of state health
departments to enter aggressively into public housing activities. How-
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ever, during World War II, the FPHA was helped by many state
sanitary engineers. Except in Connecticut, staff engineers have not been
designated by state health officers to work exclusively on housing. In
Missouri, Kansas, and Texas certain engineering personnel in the state
health departments have been assigned to work part-time on housing
sanitation, and in several other states similar arrangements are con-
templated. Although this group of engineers will work primarily with
local health departments, it is likely that part of their activities will
relate to public housing programs.
Engineers in city health departments have had frequent contact
with public housing authorities. The record of such relationships is in-
complete but there is evidence that such cooperative work as has been
done has not been as intimate as is desirable.
Administrative officials generally are reluctant to disperse their
forces. It is the rare public official who will assign personnel to an
agency over which he has little or no control, particularly if the assignee
is to be made administratively responsible to the head of the agency to
which he is detailed. Yet there is ample evidence that technicians in an
organization whose primary responsibilities are in the applied sciences
(such aspublic health) can be more effective consultants to an adminis-
trative agency if they are physically attached to that agency.
The Public Health Service for many years has detailed scientific
workers to other government agencies. The officers on detail are
administratively responsible to the head of the agency using their ser-
vices, but the Public Health Service provides technical guidance to its
personnel so assigned. There is a long record of successful relationships
of this type, and the cooperative health and sanitation program of
FPHA and the USPHS is a case in point.
Thereis nosound reasonwhy the health officer of a large city should
not assign one of his engineers to the local housing authority, provided
there is need for such an appointment. Not only would the health de-
partment's interests in public housing be better served by such an
assignment in lieu of the appointment of a sanitary engineer to the staff
of the housing authority, but the experience gained by the designated
consultant would be of general benefit to the entire local housing
sanitation program.
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